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Digital	 platforms,	 such	 as	 Twitter,	 Facebook	 and	 online	 communities	 on	 reddit,	 are	
increasingly	used	by	victim‐survivors	across	the	world	to	post	about	their	experiences	of	







on	 reddit.	 Overall,	 the	 study	 found	 that	 there	 are	 three	 primary	motivators	 prompting	
survivors	to	access	online	communities:	to	find	a	supportive	community;	to	seek	advice;	and	
for	storytelling.	The	article	uncovers	some	of	the	broader	implications	of	online	storytelling,	
suggesting	 that	 this	 is	 an	 important	 framework	 to	 consider	 online	 disclosures	 of	 sexual	
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sexual	 violence	 cases	 in	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system,	 perhaps	 partly	 explain	why	 instances	 of	

















Powell	and	O’Neill	2016).	Online	disclosures	 in	 these	 ‘private’	or	anonymous	contexts	may	be	
occurring	 for	 differing	 reasons	 than	 those	 suggested	 by	 criminological	 research	 on	 victim‐
survivor	use	of	digital	platforms	to	date.	As	such,	this	article	explores	the	motivations	for	victim‐
survivors	 to	 disclose	 their	 experience	 in	 a	 private	 context,	 building	 upon	 the	 limited	
criminological	knowledge	of	this	phenomenon.		
	
In	 this	article,	 I	 firstly	provide	an	overview	of	 literature	 that	has	sought	 to	understand	online	
communities,	 victim‐survivor	 online	 disclosures,	 and	 potential	 motivations	 for	 sharing	
experiences	of	sexual	violence	online.	Then,	I	briefly	describe	the	methodology	of	the	article:	a	
content	 analysis	 of	 a	 rape	 survivor	 community	 on	 reddit	 called	 /r/rapecounseling.1	 In	 the	
























made	 up	 of	 social	 norms,	 values	 and	 behaviours	 (Herring	 2004).	 Users	 might	 choose	 to	
participate	(or	not	participate)	 in	online	communities	 to	varying	degrees.	For	 instance,	online	
communities	 may	 be	 comprised	 of	 public	 and	 non‐public	 members,	 people	 who	 post	 to	 the	
community,	 and	people	who	 ‘lurk’.	 Those	who	participate	 actively	 online	 (through	posting	 to	
discussions	 and	 chatting	 with	 other	 users)	 will	 have	 different	 experiences	 to	 those	 who	 are	




Online	 communities,	 particularly	 peer	 support	 communities	 for	 illnesses	 (including	 various	
cancers,	HIV/AIDS,	depression	and	chronic	diseases),	have	been	subject	to	extensive	research.	






Coursaris	 and	 Liu	 2009;	 Mo	 and	 Coulson	 2008,	 2013).	 Contrastingly,	 pro‐anorexia	 online	
communities	 have	 been	 criticised	 amongst	 researchers	 for	 encouraging	 eating	 disorders	 by	
offering	community	and	friendship	to	vulnerable	participants	(Boero	and	Pascoe	2012).	Haas	et	
al.	 (2011)	 refer	 to	 these	 communities	 as	 online	 negative	 enabling	 support	 groups,	 which	






Although	 this	 is	 an	 under‐researched	 area,	 scholars	 have	 suggested	 a	 few	 ways	 that	 victim‐
survivors	of	sexual	violence	use	digital	platforms.	The	first	of	these	is	to	disclose	their	experiences	
(Moors	 and	 Webber	 2013).	 Sexual	 violence	 researchers	 acknowledge	 that	 victim‐survivors	
commonly	experience	negative	responses	to	disclosure,	such	as	not	being	believed,	being	blamed	
or	 to	 having	 their	 experience	 questioned	 and	 invalidated	 (Herman	 2005).	 Perhaps	 victim‐
survivors	 might	 disclose	 online	 because	 they	 want	 to	 have	 their	 story	 heard	 or	 to	 find	 a	
community	 that	 can	 offer	 support	 (Powell	 2015a).	 Victim‐survivors	 have	written	 about	 their	
experiences	on	personal	blogs	or,	for	example,	shared	their	stories	with	online	communities	such	
as	 ‘Project	Unbreakable’	 on	Tumblr	 (Fawcett	 and	Shrestha	2016;	Powell	 2015a,	 2015b).	 This	

























Twitter	 to	name	her	 rapist	 in	 response	 to	an	 inadequate	verdict	given	by	 the	 criminal	 justice	




Research	 beyond	 the	 discipline	 of	 criminology	 suggests	 that	 some	 victim‐survivors	 are	 using	
digital	 platforms	 for	 support	 and	 advice.	 This	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 purpose	 of	 online	 forum	
communities	and	‘question	and	answer	sites’	such	as	Yahoo!	Answers	or	reddit,	which	provide	a	
space	where	survivors	can	ask	questions	and	anonymously	seek	support	from	peers	(Andalibi	et	




survivors	 use	 different	 levels	 of	 anonymity	 on	 reddit,	 which	 results	 in	 different	 types	 of	
disclosures.	They	suggest	that	increased	anonymity	allows	victim‐survivors	to	seek	more	support	
(Andalibi	et	al.	2016:	3914).	Their	analysis	focuses	on	subreddits	as	a	place	for	victim‐survivors	




Further,	Webber	 and	Moors	 (Moors	 and	Webber	 2013;	Webber	 and	Moors	 2015)	 conducted	
studies	 analysing	 victim‐survivors’	 posts	 to	 Yahoo!	 Answers	where	 a	 qualified	 sexual	 assault	
counsellor	would	provide	responses	to	their	questions.	Analysis	of	these	posts	found	that	victim‐
survivors	were	disclosing	experiences	 to	seek	advice	and	general	emotional	support,	and	that	
victim‐survivors	 in	 more	 vulnerable	 positions	 were	 more	 likely	 to	 post	 online	 (Moors	 and	
Webber	2013;	Webber	and	Moors	2015).	These	studies	 indicate	 that	victim‐survivors	may	be	
motivated	 by	 feelings	 beyond	 ‘revenge’	 when	 accessing	 online	 communities.	 However,	
criminological	 research	 is	 yet	 to	 fully	 explore	 how	 victim‐survivors	 use	 digital	 platforms,	





Looking	 beyond	 disclosure	 and	 ‘digilantism’,	 victim‐survivors	 might	 also	 use	 various	 digital	
platforms	to	tell	 their	story,	 to	be	heard	and	validated	 in	their	experiences.	However,	 there	 is	
limited	research	exploring	how	online	spaces	are	platforms	for	such	storytelling,	or	how	this	is	
may	be	an	overarching	 framework	to	consider	online	disclosures	of	sexual	violence.	Research	
suggests	 that,	 in	 other	 contexts	 such	 as	war‐time	 tribunals	 and	 transitional	 justice	processes,	
testimony	and	bearing	witness	can	provide	victim‐survivors	with	formal	recognition	and	public	
denouncement	of	the	wrongs	and	harms	of	sexual	violence	(Chare	2012;	Greenspan	et	al.	2014;	










However,	 given	 the	 consistent	 limitations	 of	 formal	 criminal	 justice	 systems	 to	 ‘hear’	 and	





share	 their	 experience	 (Fileborn	 2014;	Moors	 and	Webber	 2013;	 Loney‐Howes	 forthcoming;	








both	 therapeutic	 and	 political	 (Loney‐Howes	 forthcoming).	 However,	 there	 are	 also	 potential	








their	 experience,	 for	 activism,	 for	 justice	 or	 for	 revenge.	 Research	 into	 online	 communities	
suggests	that	they	are	overwhelmingly	positive	for	people	who	use	them	to	seek	support.	While	
some	scholars	have	discussed	victim‐survivors’	online	storytelling,	there	is	a	gap	in	literature	that	
specifically	 explores	 rape	 survivor	 communities.	 This	 article	 builds	 upon	 the	 work	 of	 these	






publicly	 accessible	 rape	 survivor	 community	 on	 reddit.	 /r/rapecounseling	 is	 an	 online	




2015).	 Reddit	 users	 interact	 via	 posts	 and	 comments	 to	 forum‐style	 communities,	 known	 as	
‘subreddits’,	 which	 encompass	 a	 vast	 spectrum	 of	 topics.	 These	 spaces	 are	 typically	 public;	
however,	users	with	accounts,	who	mostly	remain	anonymous,	can	vote	or	comment	on	posts.		
	
Typically,	 public	 online	 content	 can	 be	 analysed	 without	 formal	 ethical	 approval.	 However,	
research	involving	vulnerable	groups	like	victim‐survivors	raises	ethical	concerns.	For	example,	
it	was	important	in	this	research	that	victim‐survivors’	disclosures	remained	anonymous,	despite	












Subsequently,	 24	of	 these	posts	were	 removed	 from	 the	analysis	because	 they	were	made	by	
family,	 friends,	 partners	 or	 researchers,	 rather	 than	 victim‐survivors.	 As	 such,	 a	 purposive	







inductive	 coding	 approach,	 whereby	 codes	 were	 derived	 directly	 from	 the	 data,	 rather	 than	
coding	according	to	a	prescribed	framework	or	by	making	assumptions	about	the	text	(Saldaña	
2013).	Conducting	content	analysis	of	these	codes	allowed	preliminary	themes	to	emerge	that	
suggest	 reasons	 why	 survivors	 are	 using	 /r/rapecounseling.	 Researchers	 have	 used	 content	
analysis	to	explore	the	different	types	of	content	that	victim‐survivors	of	gendered	violence	post	




















by	 a	 community	 of	 peers.	 This	 is	 reinforced	 by	 the	 findings	 of	 other	 studies	 into	 online	
communities	for	people	with	chronic	illness,	cancers	or	mental	health	issues	(Mo	2016;	Mo	and	
Coulson	 2013,	 2014;	 van	 Uden‐Kraan	 et	 al.	 2009).	 However,	 unlike	 some	members	 of	 those	
communities,	many	victim‐survivors	of	sexual	violence	describe	being	unable	to	disclose	their	












fear	around	their	 families	 finding	out,	while	others	were	 fearful	of	 responses	by	perpetrators.	
Further,	victim‐survivors	feared	victim‐blaming,	whether	it	be	from	friends,	family	or	the	broader	




However,	 some	 victim‐survivors	 posted	 in	 /r/rapecounseling	 for	 support	 despite	 having	 also	








happen	 to	him.	Then	 I	 felt	 guilty	 for	 that	 feeling,	 and	awful	 I’d	even	 feel	 such	a	
selfish	thing.	It	was	a	mess,	emotionally,	so	I’ve	never	brought	it	up	again.	(199)	
	
For	 this	 victim‐survivor,	 their	 disclosure	 to	 a	 loved	 one	 led	 them	 to	 stop	 discussing	 their	
experiences	at	all.	Research	suggests	that	victim‐survivors’	first	experiences	of	disclosing	sexual	
violence	 is	 important	and	determines	whether	 they	will	continue	to	seek	professional	help	or	










to	 be	 open	 about	 their	 name	 or	 real‐world	 identity,	which	 for	 some	 victim‐survivors	 has	 the	
potential	to	have	serious	consequences.	Anonymity	and	privacy	is	important	for	victim‐survivors	
who,	for	whatever	reason,	feel	they	cannot	discuss	their	experiences	of	trauma	publicly	or	to	a	








the	 security	 they	needed	 to	 be	 able	 to	 share	 their	 story.	 This	 victim‐survivor	 also	 needed	 an	
audience	 to	 receive	 their	 story,	 so	 they	 could	 ‘get	 it	 off	 their	 chest’.	 This	 emphasises	 the	







Victim‐survivors	 would	 often	 thank	 the	 community	 for	 reading	 what	 they	 had	 posted,	 or	















































What	 type	of	 questions	will	 be	 asked?	And	why	does	 the	 fact	 that	he	has	been	
charged	not	mean	he's	guilty?	I	find	it	all	so	confusing!	...	I	have	requested	to	have	
screens	up	so	I	wont	be	able	to	see	him	in	the	court	room	which	is	a	small	positive	






























seek	 advice	 from	 an	 online	 community	 for	 a	 better	 response	 or	 for	 advice	 about	 to	 navigate	












My	 reason	 for	posting	here	 is	 that	 I	want	 to	hear	 that	my	reaction	was	normal	
(from	what	I've	read	of	other	people's	experiences	the	‘freeze‐response’	is	pretty	
common),	and	that	I	didn't	cause	my	sexual	assault.	This	is	what	I	needed	to	hear	
from	 an	objective	 professional,	 but	 lately	 it	 feels	 like	 he's[therapist]	 saying	 the	
opposite.	(160)	
	


















It	 seems	 evident	 that	 some	 victim‐survivors	 accessing	 /r/rapecounseling	 were	 seeking	
affirmation	 of	 some	 kind	 as	 to	 whether	 they	 had	 or	 had	 not	 experienced	 sexual	 violence.	 In	









the	 aftermath	 of	 sexual	 violence.	 Similarly,	 some	 victim‐survivors	 also	 seemed	 to	 be	 seeking	
clarification	around	consent:	
	







where	 victim‐survivors	 sought	 clarification	 about	 their	 experiences	 by	 providing	 information	
about	consent	and	consent‐negating	circumstances.	/r/rapecounseling	users	would	pick	up	on	
issues	such	as	self‐blame	and	encourage	each	other	to	recognise	that	sexual	violence	is	never	a	




Finally,	 victim‐survivors	 are	 posting	 to	 /r/rapecounseling	 to	 share	 their	 stories.	 This	 section	














































of	 supportive	 peers	with	 similar	 feelings	 and	 experiences,	 rather	 than	 a	 broader	 public.	 This	












other	subjects.	 It	 is	normative	 in	 the	sense	 that	recognition	 is	something	 that	occurs	between	
subjects,	and	it	is	psychological	in	the	sense	that	recognition	improves	a	subjects’	relationship	to	
their	experiences	(Taylor	1997).	Analysing	/r/rapecounseling	using	a	lens	of	recognition	is	ideal	







to	 share	 their	 story,	 and	 that	 this	 storytelling	 is	 a	way	 to	 record	 and	acknowledge	 survivors’	
experiences	of	sexual	violence.	Victim‐survivors	construct	/r/rapecounseling	as	a	place	where	
stories	can	be	shared	and	validated.	Perhaps	by	constructing	the	community	as	a	place	that	values	

















Unfortunately,	 research	 is	 yet	 to	determine	 the	 impacts	 and	value	of	online	 communities	 like	
/r/rapecounseling	from	the	perspective	of	victim‐survivors.	Future	qualitative	research	should	
































1	The /r/ prefix to a reddit page denotes that the page is a subreddit, thus, the full title of the rape survivor 
community analysed in this article is /r/rapecounseling. A subreddit is a community that exists within reddit; these 
exist on a wide variety of topics. 
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